Section IV: The Medieval Ferment

Contemporary Civilization (Ideas and Institutions
of Western Man)

1958

3. Bonaventura and Medieval Mysticism
Robert L. Bloom
Gettysburg College

Basil L. Crapster
Gettysburg College

Harold A. Dunkelberger
Gettysburg College
See next page for additional authors

Follow this and additional works at: https://cupola.gettysburg.edu/contemporary_sec4
Part of the European History Commons, History of Christianity Commons, History of Religion
Commons, and the Medieval History Commons
Share feedback about the accessibility of this item.
Bloom, Robert L. et al. "3. Bonaventura and Medieval Mysticism. Pt. IV: The Medieval Ferment." Ideas and Institutions of Western
Man (Gettysburg College, 1958), 10-16.

This is the publisher's version of the work. This publication appears in Gettysburg College's institutional repository by permission of
the copyright owner for personal use, not for redistribution. Cupola permanent link: https://cupola.gettysburg.edu/
contemporary_sec4/3
This open access book chapter is brought to you by The Cupola: Scholarship at Gettysburg College. It has been accepted for inclusion
by an authorized administrator of The Cupola. For more information, please contact cupola@gettysburg.edu.

3. Bonaventura and Medieval Mysticism
Abstract

Throughout the whole history of religious experience there have been two supplementary emphases, the
rational and the non-rational, which have vied with each other for men's allegiance. The Thomistic synthesis,
with its stress on reason and how reason could prove the existence of God, was thought by many, including St.
Bonaventura (1221-1274), to press too far the rational side of religion and thus to detract from the other side,
which emphasizes the free g~it of faith, intuitive insight, and mystical experience. This rational emphasis,
thought Bonaventura, could lead to intellectual pride and arrogance. It could also lead to a minimizing of that
aspect of God which his Augustinian and Neoplatonic leanings led him to stress: the absolute sovereignty of
God. [excerpt]
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This is a part of Section IV: The Medieval Ferment. The Contemporary Civilization page lists all additional
sections ofIdeas and Institutions of Western Man, as well as the Table of Contents for both volumes.
More About Contemporary Civilization:
From 1947 through 1969, all first-year Gettysburg College students took a two-semester course called
Contemporary Civilization. The course was developed at President Henry W.A. Hanson’s request with the
goal of “introducing the student to the backgrounds of contemporary social problems through the major
concepts, ideals, hopes and motivations of western culture since the Middle Ages.”
Gettysburg College professors from the history, philosophy, and religion departments developed a textbook
for the course. The first edition, published in 1955, was called An Introduction to Contemporary Civilization and
Its Problems. A second edition, retitled Ideas and Institutions of Western Man, was published in 1958 and 1960.
It is this second edition that we include here. The copy we digitized is from the Gary T. Hawbaker ’66
Collection and the marginalia are his.
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Bonavent:ura and Medieval Mysticism

Throughout the whole history of reli gio s experience there
have been two supplementary emphases, the r at:ional and the nonrational , which have vied with each other for men's allegiance ,
The Thorn ·
'
the sjs, with its stress on reason and how
reason could prove the existence o
was ho ght by many,
incl uding St o Bonaventura ( 1221-1274), to press too far t h e
rational side of religion and bus to detract from he other
si de, which emphasizes the f r ee g~ft of faith, int itive insight, and mystical exper~ence , !!his rational emphasis, hought
Bonav entura, could lead to intellec~ual pride and arrogance ,
It could also lead to a minimizing of t:hat: aspect of God which
his August inian and Neopla onic leanings led him to stress: the
abso lu e sovex·eignt y of God_;)
There was another roblem, also a perennial one in the
h istory of religion o
h~
was the question of the r elations hip ~
be tween the natural arJ.d the supernat·urad Early Christianity,
as we have seen ~ had insisted that these two aspects of r el igion
were uniquely nited within the person of Jesus Christ , [Duri ng
the medi eval pe iod God ' s supernatural and "transcendent aspect
had been ~tressed more often han is natural and immanental
~
aspect J
hen pu shed o the extreme, this latter emphasis tended
to refate God so closely to the world ~ n ature as t o identify
the two -- a position called pantheism J For examp e, Ar istotle' s
ins istence on the identity of man 1 s active reason with t he di vine mind could, when ~he divine mind was als o t:he Creator , lead
to a n identity of man j s mind with the m· nd o f God . This possibil ity was uniquely present in a religi on such as Christian ity
which held that the wo rld had been created out of nothing by a
good God o The mystical experience which insisted on one 's transcending the nat ral world co111l d be, and was, viewed as a means
of escap ing such pantheistic tendencies, despite t:he fact t h~t
it was not entirely immune from them _

~sticism is defined in the Western World a s the belief L--that t h e knowledge of God can be gained by direct experience of
Him thr ough something like insight o r intuition raised t o its
highes t pitcB:1 It is essentially a means of c ommunica ion, contrasting wit ~the mysticism of the Orient and Ploti nus which
stresses o ne's identification with the deity , In the early
Church myst icism readily focused on the person of Chris t, the
supreme r eligious experience being intimate pers onal r elationship with Him , This a titude was strengthened by t he Platonic
and Neoplatonic i~istence on the need for something i n additi on
to human reason o ~onaventura saw mysticism as ~he highest experience of wh~ch man , with the help of God, was capable, a nd
~
as a necess ary c orrective t:o the rati onalistic and p antheis ti c ~
tendenc ies of his own time . Because of the hi g h position which
he gave to mys t ical experience he was c~lled the Ser: phi c Doct ~
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Bonaven ~ura , whose or1ginal name was John of Fidanza, was
born in Ital , He became a Franciscan , and b o th studied and
taught at Par1s whe that university was at the height of its
emi nence , Because of the conflict betwe en those who did a nd
those who did not want the mend1cants to teach, it was only the
inte rvention o f the pope himself which finally enabled him to
receive the degree of doc or , On the v e ry same day ano ther
fria r, a Domin ican, was also gran ted his degree as a result of
the same intervention -- Thomas Aquinas , Ab ou t the same time
Bonavent ra was called upon to head he Francis can Or der (1257) ,
and t o ~ry ~o resolve he clash between the Spir1t als a nd Conv e ntuals , He was made a bishop and event all y a cardinal ,
He died at the Council o f Lyons, the same council to which
Thomas Aq inas was jo rneyi ng when he died .

tThe mystic1sm o f Francis and Bonavent ra c oul d be pointed
as well as out ard toward man an nature . Few
men we re able to mainta1n the balance between God and t hi s
wor ld that Francis had e ~ablished
When mys ici m was pointed
up, i~ was more in l1 n e with t he thou ght of he times, and more
ame nable to what the Chu ch consi dered ort hodox . The whole
universe could be vi ewerl as a ser ies of stages on the u pward
path to God . And, beca se of the intima~e connection between
God and nature, almost any aspec~ o f nature, as we have seen in
Francis ' "Canticle to the S n," could be used a s symboli c ally
or analog1 cally representing God
This was all the mor e necessary be cause of the fact that the supreme m s ical e xperience
was an i ndescribable or ineffable o e . 0 s p reme importance
withi n n at re was the human so · 1 :and, whi le la er and more scientifically m1nded Franciscans f ocused their attention on physical nature, the earlier and mo re religiously min ed focused
theirs on spiritual na t 1.J e , There waE, howeve.r·, always the
danger hat the mystic might decide that this path co ld be
followed without the help of the Church . Bonavent ra, like
Thomas, was thoroughly o r~h odox at t his point , Recognizing
man's si nf lness, he wa- always willing to be c orrected by the
pope at points where he might be incorrect o r unort hodox . It
is for this r e as on that he mu t be viewed as adding t o the variety of the High Midd e Ages ra her t:han to the
But
later mys tics were n o t always so amenable to eccl e sias~ical discipline , Some of them provide one of the springs from which
rel igious re volt iss ed i n the sixteenth centuryJ
upwa~ to Go

If we a r e to try to catch the variety of the Middle Ages,
we must pay a t t enti on to ~he mystics who sugges te d as pects of
man's religi ous experience wh ich wer e differ ent fr om the rational , These are seen in Bonaventura's work ~ The Journey of
the Mind to God 1 259 ), in which he spelled out in p r ose what
Francrs-hao been content to enjoy a nd e x p res s in the experiences
o f his life ,

Copyrighted Material Removed

To see this publication, or an earlier translation or edition, please see
“Additional Resources” on the cover page.

